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Dedication

For my son Beckett who is with me every day in the nonphysical.

I’ve been talking to my Angel, and he said that it’s all right . . .
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Part I

Before and After





Chapter 1

You May Know Me

You may know me as a rock star. Ever since I released my first album in 1988, I’ve been writing songs, touring the world, performing as much as I can—music has been my heartbeat and my path. Like many an artist, creating is my way of processing my experience. Some of my songs emerge straight from my life—the ups and downs of relationships, the confusion and conflicts that I’ve wrestled with. Some of my songs are reflections on events that have shocked the world—9/11, violence against LGBTQIA+ communities, the issue of climate change affecting our natural world. Creation helps me understand. Creation keeps me asking questions. Creation is what I’ve needed to keep going.

You may know me from the stories I have shared from my life, in my songs, in my writing, in my advocacy: that I grew up in Kansas, that my mom was distant and cold, that my dad drove me to gigs so I could perform, starting at the ripe old age of eleven. I wrote about some of these things in my first book over twenty years ago. But I’ve come around to a different kind of understanding in this second part of life.

Something happened that radically changed the way I understand myself, the events of my life, and how I fit into the world around me. Many people have described sudden changes in who we are as epiphanies or moments of great insight. For me it was an experience that jump-started a spiritual awakening that has moved me into a wholly new way of living a daily practice that has helped me heal—from old childhood wounds, the disappointments of former relationships, and feelings that I’ve tried to ignore—anger, shame, and a bad case of self-doubt.

I feel blessed, for this radical shift has widened my understanding of my past and offered me a fresh framework and a more textured context to help me tell a more fulsome account of my life thus far. I am also grateful for the chance to revisit some of these old stories and, more, to share some new ones. I want to invite you into a deeper understanding of the pain and the beauty along the way. Sometimes they are one and the same.

While all of these stories illustrate dimensions of my experience and have given my life shape and meaning, they don’t define me. For years I compartmentalized difficult emotions and disguised my real feelings in songs, letting people see only what I thought they wanted from me, what made things easier for them, what would make them love me like I wanted to be loved. Now I know that I am more than these parts—or even the sum of them. I am a messy (and glorious) whole.

Of course, any life has many befores and afters—before I could walk and after I could run. Before I could play the guitar and after I could play the piano. The first time I fell in love and then, after, when I realized that there’s not just one person on this earth that I could love beyond measure. But I’m talking about a really big before and a really big after.

It happened one hot summer Saturday night in LA in 2003. I was hanging out with my then–new girlfriend, Tammy. Tammy and I had started what had felt like an easy-breezy thing, with no big intentions at the moment. I just wanted to get a little bit stoned and relax. My kids, Bailey and Beckett, were with their other mother, my former partner, Julie. I was in a good mood. The long-drawn-out breakup with Julie felt like it might finally be ending. I’d bought a cool new house in Mandeville Canyon, and I was ready to put the past behind me. Get on with my life. Be a cool mom for my kids. I wanted only lightness. Fun. A breather.

So on this hot Saturday night, Tammy decided to make chocolate chip cookies—she happened to be a really good baker. Someone had given us some cannabis, so I suggested she add some to the batter—what the heck, right? I didn’t actually see how much cannabis she had blended in with the chocolate morsels, but I do remember the heavenly sweet aroma as they began to bake.

We were kicking back, listening to music, and enjoying the cookies. Then I began to feel a shift—not an earthquake. More like a slow inner spin. I began to laugh as the room slowly melted away and I felt keenly present.

The music seemed louder and more intense. The lyrics being sung had greater clarity. My skin felt tingly, and a blanket of warmth moved over me, as I relaxed deeply.

Inside this deep state of relaxation, I was also super stimulated.

I’d enjoyed cannabis before, but this night was different. Something big was happening.

When my good friend and tour manager Steven came by the house for me to sign some papers, I was sitting on the sofa hysterically laughing. Steven saw that there were no kids around, but he also saw that something was up—I was usually not so out of my mind. Probably not a good time for me to sign anything, but I did.

Tammy had pretty much passed out, and I had helped her to bed.

I looked up to find Steven looking down at me, smiling. He took in the scene, and laughed softly. He’s one of my best friends and always, always has my back. He made sure I was okay and then he left.

I was alone.

I’m not really a partier—I drank more than usual when I was with Julie, but for many years I barely touched alcohol. Julie and I had gotten into a pattern that I call “auto-drinking”—a habit that was yet another sign that she and I were so distant from each other, the alcohol and partying taking the place of any real love or intimacy. It wasn’t hard for me to stop because I hated the way the alcohol made me feel. Hated waking up feeling fuzzy and not in sync with my body.

The night I ate those chocolate chip cookies, I began to trip on a heroic dose of cannabis. A heroic dose is what one calls a significant amount of a substance that can create hallucinogenic effects. And boy, did those cookies pack a punch.

Even though I wasn’t moving, I felt like I was on a roller coaster, trying to relax with the ascent and brace myself for sudden drops. Both giddy and afraid, I did not understand what was happening. I figured I was really high—that seemed pretty obvious. But it was a different kind of high—the quality of my attention was more intense. I was perceiving into my surroundings, not simply observing. It was a roller coaster of dizzying awareness. I remember the light from the outdoor patio slanting in through the windows, heightening the plush of the carpet. I ran my hands through the textured fabric on the sofa, feeling the sensation on my fingertips and finding it funny. I swear I could hear the texture and taste the color.

I felt both in and outside of my body. I didn’t want to move, but I had the sensation of moving and felt an electric energy course through me, pulsing my blood, and quickening my breath. Despite all of this movement within me, I was simultaneously very still.

I had lost all sense of time—was it still night? How long ago was Steven here? Minutes or hours?

My body had lost its boundaries and seemed to have merged with the environment around me. It felt like I was not of my body, not restricted by it.

Then I began to see my thoughts. Images of my life collided before me out of sequence but with vivid clarity: my daughter, Bailey, being born. Performing at my first women’s music festival. Being in my bus on tour, tucked into my bed with my guitar, strumming along as the highways passed outside the small window. Beckett’s cry when he took his first breath. I could see myself up onstage when I was a little girl, singing my heart out. Sitting beside my dad in his Cutlass Supreme as we crisscrossed Kansas going to gigs, listening to the radio, just the two of us. I could feel the sharp winter air of Boston. I could taste my grandmother Annie Lou’s coconut cake, the sweet nirvana on my tongue, the pure pleasure of being in her kitchen.

Time collapsed and these memories were no longer distant but nearer to me, and in the flow of them, it felt like all of me was coming back to myself, as if I’d been lost before but didn’t know it. I felt incredibly alive.

I also heard voices talking to each other about me, and I was overhearing their conversation.

“Should we tell her?”

“Tell her what?”

“Well, the meaning of life.”

I then received a kind of download of information and the arrival of a new understanding.

And that understanding?

That everything is made of love—even the most horrible thing is made of love. War, death, sickness—all of life is contained within a capsule of love. I didn’t quite know what to make of this. How could horrible things and great difficulties also be made of love? The answer that arose from within was that love was what was left after all—after the good and the bad, we are left with love.

I thought of my music and how when I begin to create, I am pulled along like on a river current sometimes rushing downstream, other times gliding lazily with a surprising eddy spinning me sideways. Either way, I am one with the water and let myself be carried. I hear the emergence of a song in my head, I see how the story behind lyrics or the music itself comes forth from some inner place. With music, I know that I am trying to express certain feelings or capture their meaning in the song, but it’s not an intellectual exercise; it’s giving into that current of energy and letting it take me wherever it’s going. It’s an experience of surrender, which does not come easily to me except in the creation of music.

This is how I let creation happen. I don’t force anything. I trust that it will take shape and make sense.

Now, at the height of this trip, I was seeing into my own creative process, understanding that I had always had the capacity for this other kind of knowing but now I was aware of it.

All this was happening as I lay still on the sofa, plugged into all these thoughts and feelings swirling around me. I tried to follow the thread: if music was how I experience creation, and the essence of creation was love, wasn’t I capable of creating love? Were they one and the same?

I became suffused with love, giving in to the space around my body and merging into an infinite horizon. By whom was I loved? And who was generating this love? Was it possible to imagine being loved? And in that imagining, make it real?

As these questions arose in a burst of spontaneous and tangible insight, I began to realize that it was me doing the loving. That for the first time ever, I felt a profound self-love.

And I shattered into tears.

The universe was trying to tell me that I did not have to be afraid. That I did not have to worry. That I did not have to fight so hard for what I wanted. That the love moving through me, the love that runs through all of us and connects us to one another, to the sky and trees, the animals and plants—the all of it—that the love is within us and all around us. If love is the biggest constant, then might we be able to guide ourselves—our decisions, our thoughts, and our feelings—our very way of being in the world? It seemed very simple to me: every choice is a choice between love or fear. The question is: Can we love in the face of fear? It’s a both/and, not an either/or, proposition. There was a lot to learn.

I was receiving a kind of download in bits and pieces, none of it quite making sense intellectually but all of it making sense on some other kind of frequency that I was just beginning to embody. I felt strongly that I was on the edge of something, though at the time, I didn’t quite have the words for it. But I can say this with absolute clarity: this experience moved me into a different state of mind and a new way to live. And though it didn’t happen in one fell swoop, this heroic dose of cannabis catapulted me forward onto a path of spiritual awakening.

Believe me, I never imagined evolving into this person. If you’d told me at the beginning of my career that I’d become a spiritual being having a human experience, I would have dismissed it as nonsense, despite my having always thought of myself as being spiritually minded. This was a whole other level. Thirty years ago, I was living life at full speed. I was riding my fame and music career like a dirt bike at high speed, taking all the bumps, the hills, the narrow trails, looking only forward as I carved my dreams into reality, worked my ass off, and made a name for myself. You see, I liked this image of me: soft on the outside but tough as nails on the inside. But that wasn’t exactly true. I’m much more vulnerable than I have cared to admit.

Sure, I liked the perks of hanging out with other people whose stars were rising—most of the time—but I didn’t really care about how their fame may or may not rub off on me. I was in my own lane, playing my music, totally focused on my goal: I wanted fame and glory for my music. I wanted to be a rock star.

I know that sounds audacious. But I have to be honest with myself: that was me at that time and for all those years. When I did become famous, when my songs were at the top of the charts, and I had become a public persona attracting attention and earning the label of “celebrity,” I realized pretty quickly that fame answers none of the big questions. In fact, it helps you to hide from them, at least for a while. Ultimately it forces you to seek out different questions.

My relationship to fame has changed over time. I used to want it, crave it, because when I was young, I thought fame guaranteed me love and acceptance, that it was an end goal. But that’s a lie anyone pursuing fame tells themselves. Love and acceptance have to come from within before you can accept and honor them from others.

It’s taken a while—years in fact—to take what I experienced that night and to put it into practice, a practice for which I am so very grateful. Learning to choose love over fear is what in many ways prepared me to confront, surrender to, and heal from one of the most devastating events of my life: the loss of my second-oldest child, Beckett, who died three months into the pandemic lockdown. Beckett died of an opioid overdose after becoming addicted to drugs, and succumbed when fentanyl shut down his lungs and stopped his heart.

In the months and years before his death, while he suffered from depression and addiction, I questioned my capacity to love. I felt so much guilt, so much sadness, so much pain. Was I doing all I could for Beckett? Was my use of cannabis a factor in his opioid addiction? Should I have cut him loose and stopped paying for rehab, wilderness programs? Should I have refused to support him financially, to somehow give him the signal that I believed he could take care of himself given the chance? Should I have said no more than I said yes? How does one love a child and lose that child? How does one make the unbearable bearable? These questions and doubts plagued me, kept me up at night, and nearly drove me crazy while I tried to figure out how best to help him. When he died, these questions haunted me still but with the brutal clarity that none of my ruminations would bring him back.

But this book is not about Beckett’s death. It’s about how I somehow came to accept it and kept on living afterward—for my children, my wife, and myself. The pain will never leave me, and yet, still, I am alive and well. I still not only believe in love, I choose love each and every day. I experience joy, and I continue to create. My music has always been my balm and my salve, something I’ve relied on in my darkest moments. I have realized that moving forward, believing in hope, and accepting myself and all the other contradictions in this world is the only way through. The only option to despair.

Love is where I live now. Love is my vibe. It’s my channel. It may sound corny or too woo-woo—I get it. But I have to speak and write from this place, because it’s the most real for me. I hope you come to see what I mean in these pages.

This new way of being in love is what grounds me. And though it was an accidental ingestion of an enormous amount of cannabis that catapulted me into another level of consciousness, perhaps I was going there anyway. I am now certain that love makes everything possible: it’s led me to my relationship with Spirit and my relationship with my wife, Linda. My love for my children helped me to get there as well, as it’s a kind of love that continues to surprise me in its vulnerability. What do these experiences all share? They are reminders to me that I am LOVE.

There are many ways to experience and get in touch with this vibe. At one level, it’s quite simple: I try to remain open and aware and to listen for what I already know. Sometimes I need a vehicle, like music. For others it can be as simple as tending a garden, reading a book, or loving another person; some find it through religion, rituals, a relationship with God. We are not here to judge anyone’s path, but to simply bear witness to one another’s journeys.

What does living with Spirit entail?

For me, it’s a daily practice that has emerged from a period of spiritual awakening when I became newly aware of and connected to the vast unseen dimension where my soul resides. Living in Spirit is also a practice of gratitude, a conscious nurturing of faith in the essential goodness of people, and an awareness that fears are information to pay attention to. Reaching an understanding of how to live this way did not happen overnight but evolved through a continued pondering of how I could live a meaningful life as an expression of love. I didn’t want to just say I chose love, I wanted to live it.

So living in Spirit is a daily practice in which I:


	Choose love over fear

	Foster creativity because it’s the source of our ability to adapt and move on

	Treat all with kindness and compassion

	Am authentic and honest with myself and others

	Embrace what comes into my life

	Appreciate the lessons and opportunities to grow

	Resist controlling others or outcomes

	Surrender to pain when it inevitably comes

	Trust the healing energy of the universe

	Honor the connection with fellow humans, animals, and plants

	Accept that joy and sorrow coexist—they don’t cancel each other out



It is my hope that over the next pages you see how I arrived at this way of loving and living.

The bottom line is that I have love and I lean into that love every moment I can. It feeds me, fuels me, awakens me. Each morning I wake up and ask myself, Okay, how can I serve love today? How can I lead with love? Some days it’s easier to answer those questions than others.

On the days when it’s harder, when I wake up and think about Beckett and miss him so badly that my chest hurts, I breathe. I sink into the discomfort and try my best to not avoid it. I breathe and remind myself that love is a powerful protection but it comes with a price: I would not miss Beckett with a profundity that threatens to break me unless I kept my heart open to my love for him. My love for my son and the physical loss of him cannot be separated; I can’t run away from either. This truth comes with the necessity of being fully honest with oneself at all times. It can hurt. The alternative is to shut your heart down, and that is not living in truth or love.

* * *

Today, as I write these words, I am home, taking care of my kids while I’m not on tour; I’m in between shows, working on various projects. It’s early morning, and I sit in my favorite chair in the sunny part of my bedroom. I stop writing and begin to strum one of my first guitars—a Stella—and I think about a new song that is coming to consciousness. This is often how my songs begin. I wake early, grateful for the quiet, bucolic area north of the LA sprawl where I live. I bought this house early in my relationship with my now-ex, Tammy, after we learned she was pregnant with our twins Johnnie Rose and Miller. The house is made for kids: its big, airy rooms, its toys, games, the sprawling kitchen with skateboard marks on the floor—all loving reflections of raising four active kids.

After a breakfast of oatmeal and honey, Linda goes off to do her thing, and I move into the center of the house, an extension of the foyer. This is my reading library and also where I sit at my puzzle table, stacks of boxes proof of my obsession. I face outward toward the backyard with its giant trees and tinkling bird feeders and succulent plants that I tend when I’m home. The front door is to my back, as is the staircase. I sit at my puzzle table to begin my day. This is a thinking spot for me. I often “work” from this position, so I can hear the comings and goings of the kids. I’m not an overlord—not my style. But they are at ages where a little oversight goes a long way.

I look around at my sun-filled house, the photos adorning its walls an homage to my children and how they’ve changed over time. I catch a glimpse of young Beckett, framed in a black-and-white photo, and I smile.

I am now in a different place as a parent to shepherd the lives of my children the best I can. I’m in a different place with myself, too, and I want to share the story of both my spiritual awakening and how it ultimately helped me recover from the loss of my child. So please know that this is not a story about death. It’s really about the mighty power of Spirit, because it was Spirit that came calling for me. It’s about how Linda showed me what love really means.

Ultimately this book is an ode to love. It’s a testament to vanquishing fear and learning to embrace all of what life brings us, an unvarnished reflection on the many threads of my life.





Chapter 2

Made for Music

As you may have guessed, there must have been a lot of cannabis in the chocolate chip cookies, which is why I refer to the whole of that event as my “heroic dose”—shorthand for an experience that some people call a “trip” and others call a “journey.” I think of that night and where it took me as a mind-blowing mental, emotional, and spiritual explosion that cleared the way for me to see and understand a fuller reality, and it absolutely and completely changed me forever.

In the days and weeks that followed, I was confused and disoriented. I knew something had happened to me, but I wasn’t quite sure what. I also didn’t understand what it all meant. I didn’t want to talk about it. I wanted to just keep the awareness of it to myself, wanted everything I felt that night to stay real and present, so that I could continue to bask in this visceral, sensual knowing. I sensed that I had a new, raw awareness of myself and my surroundings. Every cell of my being seemed to be wired with energy. I just didn’t know what to do with it all.

But almost immediately I was confronted with an enormous problem: I was now a different person than I was before. I could no longer deny that my life before had been incomplete, that something was missing in a major way.

I began thinking about how for most of my life, I’d been a compartmentalizer, separating good from bad—feelings, experiences, friends, lovers, even guitars—putting them into neat little boxes in my mind, fearing, I guess, that if one touched the other then the good would get tarnished or dwindle, and the bad would grow or metastasize.

Things I liked about myself were neatly arranged in the front of the drawer, and what I didn’t like, I’d hide deep in the back. I did the same with feelings—I’d face the world with humor, inviting conversations, making people laugh, enthusiastically sharing my energy to make others feel good. But the troubling, anxious, doubt-filled, and uncomfortable feelings? They didn’t see the light of day. Maybe they wound their way into a song, but even then, the lyrics would not be about me. I’d have created a story about someone else and kept myself from view. Without being aware, I hid in my music, in relationships, in my nonstop compulsion to work. I saw now that I’d been living this way for years, separating my feelings, showing only a partial view of myself to the world, while I pushed the other parts deep into shadow, where they lay tied to shame, self-doubt, fear—negative emotions that seemed too big for me to handle or admit to.

I now sensed that this habit of compartmentalizing was actually making sure I stayed attached to things that caused me pain. I didn’t really get that, in trying so hard to hide my vulnerabilities, I was just making myself more vulnerable.

I had done this for as long as I could remember, a way of forcing myself to be strong, reliable, and forthright. Now, I felt exposed, and I was getting a very clear message that it was no longer possible for me to live a life where I did any kind of hiding from the truth of myself as a whole. The sheer breadth of the experience had blown me open, the force of which having jettisoned all the negative thoughts and feelings stuffed in the dresser drawers on the floor in a giant pile that I now wanted—needed—to sort through.

Now, exquisitely (and necessarily, uncomfortably) vulnerable, I felt compelled to get really naked with myself, so in the days, weeks, and months after the heroic dose, I returned to my first story about myself in an effort to uncover the hidden truths that I now needed to bring into the light.

* * *

My mom told me my birth story, how at almost forty weeks pregnant, her water broke and she was having contractions, but the nurses at the local hospital closed her legs to stop labor. She was ready to deliver. I was ready to be born. The doctor, however, was apparently not ready—or present. He was on his lunch or dinner break, and the hospital staff told my mother that she had to wait until he returned.

When I was finally delivered, I was black and blue and I had a huge hematoma on my chest, which finally disappeared when I was twenty-one. I’d always thought of the stain as an ugly birthmark, something that made me different.

I was born on May 29, 1961, a day that also fell on my older sister Jenny’s birthday. Instead of getting to celebrate her fourth birthday party, she got me: a present, I’d come to learn, she was none too pleased to receive.

I learned all of these details in my thirties, when I did a past-life regression, and the medium picked up on some turbulence. Curious to understand more about what the medium had seen about my entry into the world during this lifetime, I called my mother, who, in her flat, emotionless way, recounted my birth story as if it had happened to someone else. This was a classic response for my mother: little affect, no connection to the trauma of my birth, an implicit request to not ask any more questions. The only detail she offered was a dispassionate reference to my sister being out of sorts because I had arrived on her birthday.

This story seems almost odd to me. There was a lot my mother didn’t explain. How could my mother not have shared this? Why was she so emotionless about it?

My mother was a smart, well-educated woman who’d had her own dreams, but by the time she became a mother, she’d essentially given up on those dreams. She was a computer programmer and wrote code for the military at Fort Leavenworth, way before writing code was acknowledged as a lucrative field. Mom often complained that she wasn’t paid for all the work she did, meaning that the men—her bosses—took the credit for her work developing war games and other scenarios on computers that took up whole rooms. It’s a frustrating old story, a pain point for generations of accomplished women who never got credit for their work.

My mom was also our family’s main breadwinner. My dad taught American Government and was the basketball coach at our local high school. He was well regarded at the school and in Leavenworth in general, though he didn’t make much money on a public school salary. We lived in a nice, well-appointed house in a clean, middle-class neighborhood in an area within a five-mile radius of four different prisons—the military prison, the federal prison, the men’s penitentiary, and the women’s penitentiary. That’s right, the biggest industry in my hometown was prisons—no wonder I always wanted to escape.

Our house looked like a lot of the houses in our neighborhood—a tight three-bedroom with a small eat-in kitchen, a living room with a fireplace, a television, and later a piano. The neighborhood was safe, despite the nearby inmates, and all the kids in the neighborhood ran through one another’s backyards and pedaled road bikes up and down the paved streets. I’m not sure if my parents had envisioned such a suburban life or if they chose it because it was near where my dad had gotten his job teaching.

Although I never wanted for anything, I was always attuned to a low-level of stress about money. My parents didn’t talk about it out loud, but I was sensitive to their remarks about the price of gas and groceries, how we could only go to my grandparents in Arkansas for summer vacations, and how “this Christmas is going to be simple.” I remember one Christmas when my dad had given my mother a set of three tea towels, wrapping each of them individually.

I was also very aware that my mom controlled the purse strings, even though my dad was the one who shopped for groceries and bought us presents. Later I’d find out through my sister that my mom made twice as much as my dad. She also took care of all the bills and was the accountant for our home. It was understood that she could have made a lot more money if she were a man, and this caused an unspoken but very real tension and accounted for the struggle with money even in a dual-income household. I think that part of her resented working for so little.

I want to believe that my mother married for love, loved my father and he her, though I never saw them hold hands
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